Resolution of depressive symptoms in medical inpatients after discharge.
Most studies to date demonstrate a high prevalence of depressive symptoms and depressive disorders in general medical inpatients. In order to determine whether these symptoms represent a self limited epiphenomenon of medical illness or evidence of psychiatric comorbidity, assessment of the natural history of such symptoms in this population is necessary. In this study we focused on resolution versus persistence of depressive symptoms in hospitalized medical patients following medical, but not psychiatric, treatment. Every second admission to the acute care medical ward of a VA teaching hospital was assessed for inclusion in the study. Fifty-seven were screened, fifty participated initially, forty-two remained in the study for the one-week post-discharge follow-up, and thirty-three remained at the one-month follow-up. Depressive symptomatology was measured with the Beck Depression Inventory at each time point. Subjects whose scores at follow-ups were above threshold were considered to have persistent symptoms and those whose scores fell below threshold were considered to have resolved. No patients were treated with antidepressants prior to or during the study. With a conventionally accepted threshold score (14) on the BDI as representing clinically significant depression, roughly half of those patients identified as depressed at the time of admission were nondepressed at both follow-ups. The BDI predicted persistence of depression with a sensitivity of .64 and specificity of .74 at one week and .71 and .73 at one month. Raising the threshold score to 20 raised the sensitivity to 1.00 and the specificity to .95 at one week and 1.00 and .93 at one month. Depressive symptoms seen in acutely-ill medical patients can be expected to resolve without potentially-hazardous antidepressant treatment in a significant number of patients. Persistence of depressive symptoms may be better predicted by raising the threshold on commonly used self-report scales.